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In a recent interview with the Washington Post (11/16/88), Economy Minister Luis Carrion said
a recurring estimate of the amount Nicaraguans working in the US send home per year is $60
million. This amount is equivalent to two-thirds of Nicaragua's coffee export revenues. Some
families send dollars through legal exchange houses, which take a commission. Others wire money
to Guatemala, where Nicaraguans can travel without visas to collect the funds and shop for basic
goods not available in Nicaragua. In addition, dollars arrive hidden in travelers' bags. Carrion also
acknowledged that Nicaragua is undergoing "strong emigration" to the US because of economic
hardship. He said, "It's costly for our country. We lose skilled human capital." Nonetheless,
Carrion said that he foresaw no restrictions. At least 150,000 Nicaraguans of a population of 3
million now live in the US. An estimated 9,000 doctors, lawyers and other professionals have left
the country since 1979, according to the Sandinista professionals' association. The real earning
power of the average professional in 1979 was the equivalent of $600 a month. Today, real earnings
for professionals are estimated at an average $40. In 1988, immigrants from the working poor
have displaced professionals. In February, the government enacted broad monetary change to
stabilize the economy. Within a few weeks, the austerity program had reduced average real wages
of Nicaraguan workers by 84%. In its monthly report, the pro-government think tank, the Central
American Historical Institute, stated that the poor "are once again facing the type of economic
misery they knew under the Somoza dictatorship." In January, there were 10 charter companies in
Managua organizing one-way bus trips to Guatemala, the jump-off point for Nicaraguans without
papers who cross Mexico and enter the US illegally. At present, there are 65 firms sending buses
every day.
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